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(57) ABSTRACT

Various techniques for storing computer numbers such as
floating-point numbers. In one embodiment, a data process-
ing unit is configured to represent floating-point numbers
using a first precision with a first number of bits and a second
precision with a second number of bits, where the second
number of bits is greater than the first number of bits. A
floating-point type value may be set upon a memory store to
indicate whether a first representation of a floating-point
number uses the first or the second number of bits. A second
representation of the floating-point number and the floating-
point type value may be stored accordingly. In some embodi-
ments, the second representation may correspond to the first
representation with one or more bits shifted. This format may
lead to memory power savings when reading from a memory
location of'the second precision when the result is indicated as
the first precision.
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COMPUTER NUMERICAL STORAGE
FORMAT WITH PRECISION TYPE
INDICATOR

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Application No. 61/508,977 filed on Jul. 18, 2011, which is
incorporated by reference herein in its entirety.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

This disclosure relates generally to computer processors,
and more particularly to storage and manipulation of numbers
within processors.

2. Description of the Related Art

Computing elements use many formats to represent num-
bers (e.g., in memory). One type of number formats used by
computing element is “floating-point”; another is “fixed-
point.” Floating-point formats are commonly used, for
example, in scientific applications involving a large range of
numbers (i.e. involving very small and/or very large num-
bers), while fixed-point may be used for applications where
the range of numbers is relatively small.

There are various floating-point standards, which may rep-
resent the following attributes of a number: sign, significand
(also referred to as the “mantissa”), and exponent. A floating-
point number can be represented as follows: mantissaxbase-
eponent (a sign bit may also be included, indicating whether
the number is positive or negative). Accordingly, for binary
(base 2), this formula is mantissax2“#°*** For example, the
number 2 may be represented in binary floating-point using a
sign bit of zero (to indicate a positive number), an exponent
value of 1, and a mantissa value of 1 (1x2'=2). The values for
the mantissa and exponent fields may have special encodings.
For example a leading bit of “1” for the mantissa is often
implied, and the exponent field is usually biased so that it can
be read as an unsigned number. As opposed to fixed-point
representation, the decimal point in floating-point represen-
tation can “float” anywhere within the bits of the mantissa.

A given floating-point standard may specify different “pre-
cisions,” a term used to refer to the number of bits used to
represent numbers. For example, the IEEE 754 standard
defines four precisions of binary floating-point numbers
using 16, 32, 64, and 128 bits. Each IEEE precision uses
different numbers of bits to represent mantissa and exponent
values of a number. In some cases, a floating-point instruction
may specify that the result of a particular floating-point
instruction is to be stored in memory using a particular pre-
cision.

Computing elements using floating-point numbers (such
as graphics processing units (GPUs)) are often designed for
performance, with little regard for power consumption. Typi-
cally, computation involving floating-point numbers is per-
formed at the highest precision supported by a processing
unit; results are then converted to a lower precision if a lower
precision is required. Furthermore, floating-point numbers
are often stored by a processing unit using a largest precision
supported by the processing unit, regardless of the actual
precision of the number. In these scenarios, a floating-point
number stored using one type of precision is read from
memory using that type of precision before it can be con-
verted to another type of precision.

SUMMARY

This disclosure relates to a processing unit configured to
perform operations using different precisions of computer
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numbers such as floating-point numbers. In one embodiment,
aprocessing unit may support representation of floating-point
numbers using two different precisions. The processing unit
may further support a storage format that allows floating-
point numbers represented and stored using the greater of
these two precisions to be read using the lesser precision by
reading from memory only the number of bits specified by the
lesser precision. Therefore, in certain embodiments, proces-
sor power consumption may be reduced, in contrast to an
implementation in which the greater number of bits are read
from a memory location and then certain bits are simply not
used for further processing. The benefit of this reduction in
power may offset the loss in precision, particularly in appli-
cations such as graphical processing in which the difference
in precision may not be important.

In some embodiments, a storage format also includes a
floating-point type value that specifies further information
about the stored representation of a floating-point number. In
one embodiment, the floating-point type value specifies
whether the stored representation was stored using the lesser
precision or the greater precision, and may be used when
reading from memory to determine how to process a retrieved
value. For values stored using the greater precision, the float-
ing-point type value may in some cases further specity infor-
mation about the range of the number, which may allow for
special handling of certain floating-point numbers.

In one particular embodiment, a processor supports repre-
sentation of floating-point numbers using both 16-bit and
32-bit precision (this disclosure is not limited to any particu-
lar precisions, however). A data processing unit within the
processor may support a storage format that, in addition to the
value being stored, includes a floating-point type value that
includes information about the value, such as whether it was
stored using 16-bit or 32-bit precision. In one embodiment,
the storage format used in memory may be arranged to permit
a 32-bit number to be interpreted as a 16-bit number by
reading 16 bits from memory along with the associated float-
ing-point type value (which may be in the memory or some
other data store), and then using the floating-point type value
to determine how to process the retrieved 16 bits in the data
processing unit (e.g., to determine whether the retrieved bits
can be validly represented using 16 bits). To continue this
example, consider an instruction that writes 32 bits to a
memory location. The disclosure describes embodiments in
which the 32 bits are written to memory according to certain
arrangements of bits, along with a floating-point type value
(stored in memory or elsewhere) indicating that the value was
written using 32 bits and further indicating, for example, that
this particular number is able to represented with 16-bit pre-
cision. A subsequent instruction may specify that the result of
a load from the same memory location is to be a 16-bit value.
A conventional approach is to read the 32-bit value from
memory and discard unneeded bits within the data processing
unit. As described below, however, because of the manner in
which the bits were originally stored using the disclosed
storage format, only 16 bits need be read from memory for
this read, along with the bits that specify the floating-point
type value (2 bits in one embodiment). This approach thus
represents a potential reduction in power consumption in
some embodiments.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a proces-
sor and a memory.

FIGS. 2A and 2B are block diagrams of different embodi-
ments of a processor and memory system.
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FIG. 3 illustrates different floating-point storage formats.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a data
processing unit including a datapath for floating-point num-
bers and utilizing a storage format for floating-point numbers.

FIGS. 5A and 5B are flow diagrams illustrating embodi-
ments of storing and reading floating-point values.

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram illustrating encoding of a floating-
point type.

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram illustrating decoding of a floating-
point type.

FIGS. 8A and 8B illustrate examples of floating-point
numbers and their representations in different floating-point
precisions and a floating-point storage format.

This specification includes references to “one embodi-
ment,” “an embodiment,” “one implementation,” or “an
implementation.” The appearances of these phrases do not
necessarily refer to the same embodiment or implementation.
Particular features, structures, or characteristics may be com-
bined in any suitable manner consistent with this disclosure.

Further, various units, circuits, or other components may
be described or claimed as “configured to” perform a task or
tasks. In such contexts, “configured to” is used to connote
structure by indicating that the units/circuits/components
include structure (e.g., circuitry) that performs those task or
tasks during operation. As such, the unit/circuit/component
can be said to be configured to perform the task even when the
specified unit/circuit/component is not currently operational
(e.g., is not on). The units/circuits/components used with the
“configured to” language include hardware—for example,
circuits, memory storing program instructions executable to
implement the operation, etc. Reciting that a unit/circuit/
component is “configured to” perform one or more tasks is
expressly intended not to invoke 35 U.S.C. §112, sixth para-
graph, for that unit/circuit/component.

2 <

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In this disclosure a “precision” of a floating-point number
refers to the number of bits used to represent the floating-
point number. For example, a floating-point number repre-
sented using a “first precision” could be a 16-bit IEEE repre-
sentation of a floating-point number, and a “second
precision” could be a 64-bit IEEE representation of the float-
ing-point number. The “format™ of a floating-point number
refers to what bits within the stored representation of the
number correspond to the different parts of the floating-point
number (e.g., what bits correspond to the exponent, etc.).
Accordingly, two numbers having the same precision could
have different formats. In various embodiments, a given float-
ing-point representation may include special values such as
infinity, subnormal numbers, Not a Number (NaN), etc.,
which may be represented differently in different formats.
Subnormal numbers (also called denormal numbers) are
small numbers close to zero that can be represented using less
precision than the full precision of a floating-point represen-
tation, but using better precision than flushing such numbers
to zero. NaN refers to an undefined or un-representable num-
ber, such as zero divided by zero, or the square root of a
negative number.

Turning now to FIG. 1, a block diagram of a processor 102
and a memory 104 is shown. The processor may implement
any instruction set architecture, and may be configured to
execute instructions defined in that instruction set architec-
ture. The processor 102 may employ any microarchitecture,
including scalar, superscalar, pipelined, superpipelined, out
of order, in order, speculative, non-speculative, etc., or com-
binations thereof. The processor 102 may include circuitry,
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and optionally may implement microcoding techniques. The
processor 102 may include one or more [.1 caches, as well as
one or more additional levels of cache between the processors
and one or more memory controllers. Other embodiments
may include multiple levels of caches in the processors, and
still other embodiments may not include any caches between
the processor 102 and the memory controllers. In some
embodiments, processor 102 may be a data processing unit
such as a graphics processing unit (GPU) or other type of
processor. Processor 102 may be located in any suitable appa-
ratus, including various types of computing devices.

Memory 104 may be any type of memory, such as dynamic
random access memory (DRAM), synchronous DRAM
(SDRAM), double data rate (DDR, DDR2, DDR3, etc.)
SDRAM (including mobile versions of the SDRAMs such as
mDDR3, etc., and/or low power versions of the SDRAMs
such as LPDDR2, etc.), RAMBUS DRAM (RDRAM), static
RAM (SRAM), etc. One or more memory devices may be
coupled onto a circuit board to form memory modules such as
single inline memory modules (SIMMs), dual inline memory
modules (DIMMs), etc. Alternatively, the devices may be
mounted with a system on a chip in a chip-on-chip configu-
ration, a package-on-package configuration, or a multi-chip
module configuration. Memory 104 may be physically
located within a processor, and may be a register file or a
cache. In other embodiments, memory 104 may be coupled to
the processor. A data processing unit (not shown) may be used
by a processor to handle reads and writes to and from memory
104, and the memory may be located within the data process-
ing unit. This disclosure is not intended to limit location
and/or connectivity of the memory 104.

Turning now to FIG. 2A, one embodiment of a memory
104 is shown. Where applicable, components of the systems
of FIGS. 2A and 2B have the same reference numerals as in
FIG. 1. Memory 104 is coupled to processor 102 and config-
ured to store a floating-point representation 208 and a float-
ing-point type value 210 corresponding to the floating-point
representation. In some embodiments the floating-point type
value corresponding to a stored representation of a floating-
point number may be stored in the same memory location as
the representation. Other locations for floating-point type
values are contemplated, including other locations in
memory, caches, tables, etc.

Turning now to FIG. 2B, another embodiment of a proces-
sor 102 is shown. Graphics Processing Unit (GPU) 206 may
be a data processing unit that contains an instruction decoder
212, memory 104, and a Floating Point Unit (FPU) 214. As
indicated by the dotted lines, the GPU may be located within
the processor or external to the processor. If external to the
processor, the GPU may be coupled to the processor using a
bus such as a PCI express bus and/or attached to a system-
on-a-chip along with the processor, or elsewhere. The
memory 104 may be located within the GPU, or elsewhere. In
some embodiments, the memory 104 may be a register file in
the GPU 206. As described below, in some embodiments, this
register file may be split into separately accessible portions.

In one embodiment, the instruction decoder 212 may
decode instructions with floating-point operands that are
stored in memory 104. Computation using the operands as
inputs may be performed in the FPU 214 and the results stored
back into the memory 104. The instruction decoder 212 may
be configured to decode instructions with different operand
precisions. In other words, some instructions may use one or
more operands and/or produce results of a first precision, and
other instructions may use one or more operands and/or pro-
duce results of a second precision.
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Turning now to FIG. 3, two exemplary formats for repre-
sentation of floating-point numbers are shown (elements 310
and 320). As illustrated, format 310 uses 16-bit precision
while format 320 uses 32-bit precision. Formats 310 and 320
correspond to IEEE formats, but any suitable format may be
used in other embodiments.

Format 310 includes a sign bit (denoted by S), five expo-
nent bits (denoted by E’s), and ten mantissa bits (denoted by
M’s). Format 320 includes a sign bit (denoted by S), eight
exponent bits (denoted by either E’s or e’s), and twenty-three
mantissa bits (denoted by either M’s or m’s). As previously
discussed, the absolute value of a binary floating-point num-
ber may be computed using the formula: mantissax2“# "
The upper-case/lower-case nomenclature for the bits is used
to indicate shifting of bits when using storage format 330.

Floating-point storage format 330 of FIG. 3 is one embodi-
ment of a different storage format for representing floating-
point numbers. Storage format 330 may be used to read and
store both 32-bit and 16-bit floating-point numbers, as
described further below. In this embodiment, storage format
330 includes 32 bits of floating-point number data, and two
floating-point type value bits (the two type bits are denoted by
t’s). The floating-point type value holds further information
about a stored floating-point number. In other embodiments,
floating-point type values may be stored using other means
and/or other encodings. The 16-bit and 32-bit floating-point
precisions are exemplary of one embodiment, and may be
replaced by other floating-point precisions in other embodi-
ments. Also, the storage format 330 may be modified to store
other precisions. For example, the first precision may be a
64-bit precision and the second precision a 128-bit precision,
and the storage format 330 may be extended to accommodate
those representations.

As illustrated by FIG. 3, a 16-bit floating-point number
may be read from a location using storage format 330 by
reading only 16 bits of the floating-point storage format (the
bits represented by upper-case letters). A 32-bit number may
be read by reading all of the bits of the storage format; sub-
sequently, the 32-bit number that was read can be processed
by rearranging some of the bits. In one embodiment, the
rearranging is performed by shifting the “e” bits from the
17%, 18" and 19 bit positions to the 3’7, 4% and 57 bit
positions as shown by the arrow and circled “e” bits in FIG. 3.
In other embodiments, the rearranging may be performed
simply by rerouting the indicated bit positions. In the exem-
plary embodiment of FIG. 3, the most significant bit of the
exponent field of 32-bit floating-point format 320 is included
in high-order portion of storage format 330 along with the
four lower-order exponent bits because in the example
shown, the most significant bit corresponds to a bias or sign of
the exponent. In other embodiments, bits of the greater-pre-
cision format may be rearranged differently to form the stor-
age format used in memory.

In other embodiments, computing systems may use storage
format 330 for all operations involving 32-bit floating-point
numbers without converting the storage format to more com-
mon 32-bit floating-point representations such as 320.
Accordingly, the use of format 330 may permit a processing
unit such as a GPU to read two different precision values from
the same location in memory; in some instances, this storage
format may facilitate a power savings for the processing unit
by permitting a read of only half the bits stored in the format,
along with the type bits (as opposed to requiring a read of all
bits when only some are needed).

For a given precision and format, there is a range of float-
ing-point numbers that can be represented. For example, fora
given 16-bit precision format, there may be many 32-bit
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6

floating-point numbers that fall outside this range (e.g.
because the exponent field of the 32-bit floating-point number
is too large to represent using the number of exponent bits of
the 16-bit precision format). Therefore, if a 32-bit number is
stored using the storage format 330, it may not be represented
correctly when read using only the 16 bits shown in upper
case. In some embodiments, when a number is stored using
storage format 330, the floating-point type value bits (“t” bits)
may be set to indicate whether or not the floating-point num-
ber represented was stored using 16 or 32 bits. This informa-
tion can then be used when reading from a memory location
that uses format 330. In some embodiments, the floating-
point type value bits may further specity, for a number stored
using 32 bits, whether the number is within, above, or below
the range of numbers representable using 16-bit precision.

Consider a number of situations in which a floating-point
number represented using a 32-bit precision was stored using
storage format 330, and then read using only 16 bits in order
to obtain a 16-bit representation of the floating-point number.
If the number is below the range representable by a 16-bit
floating-point number, it may be read as a zero (or flushed to
zero). If the number is above the range representable by a
16-bit floating-point number, it may be read as plus infinity or
minus infinity, depending on the sign of the floating-point
number. If a number is within the range representable by a
16-bit floating-point number, it may be read as a 16-bit float-
ing-point number, using only the bits of storage format 330
shown in upper case. Such a 16-bit read may result in some
loss of precision compared to a 32-bit representation of a
floating-point number; however, in many applications (such
as graphics), this loss of precision may be acceptable.
Embodiments are contemplated in which the floating-point
type value also indicates whether or not precision may be lost
during truncation, which may correspond to whether or not
there are 1’s in the bits shown in lower case. The floating-
point type value may also include additional information in
other embodiments, and include any suitable number of bits.

If a floating-point number represented using 16-bit preci-
sion is stored using storage format 330, not all bits of the
storage format may be used. For example, the bits of storage
format 330 denoted by lower-case letters may not be written
when storing a 16-bit floating-point number. Therefore, when
a 16-bit floating-point number is stored using storage format
330, the floating-point type value may indicate that a 16-bit
floating-point number was stored, in which case the bits
shown in lower case may have undetermined values. If a
32-bit representation of the floating-point number is
requested, the lower-case bits of the storage format may be
discarded and replaced with zeroes in some embodiments.
The “e” bits may then be shifted as previously described, in
order to represent the floating-point number using 32-bit pre-
cision.

As described above, storage format 330 allows reading and
storing floating-point numbers using both a first precision
(e.g., 16 bits) and a second precision (e.g., 32 bits). When
operating using 16-bit precision, only sixteen bits of the stor-
age format and two bits of the type value may need to be read
from a location in memory that uses format 330. This reduc-
tion in number of bits read from memory may reduce power
consumption when compared to reading 32 bits for every
memory access, even if only 16 bits are needed.

In certain embodiments that use the floating-point type
value bits of storage format 330, type bits of “00” may cor-
respond to a number represented and/or stored using 32 bits
that is readable as a 16-bit number (in other words, a number
within the range representable by a 16-bit number, although
the read may result in loss of precision as previously
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described). Type bits of “01” may correspond to number
represented and/or stored using 32 bits that is too small to
represent as a 16-bit number. Type bits of “10” may corre-
spond to number represented and/or stored using 32 bits that
is too large to represent as a 16-bit number. Type bits of “11”
may correspond to number represented and/or stored using 16
bits, in which case only the upper-case bits of the storage
format 330 are valid. As previously mentioned, this embodi-
ment of two-bit encoding of floating-point type values is
merely exemplary, and other embodiments for representing
and storing floating-point type values are contemplated.

In some applications, the loss of precision when reading
16-bit representations of numbers initially represented as
32-bits is acceptable. In GPUs for example, loss of precision
when reading 16-bit floating-point may not be problematic
(e.g., not visually detectable). Therefore, embodiments of
systems using storage formats similar to that of storage for-
mat 330 may achieve reduced power consumption by some-
times reading higher-precision floating-point numbers as
lower-precision floating-point numbers.

Turning now to FIG. 4, a block diagram of a data process-
ing unit configured to operate on floating-point numbers is
shown. The term “data processing unit” may refer in one
embodiment to a GPU, elements within a GPU, elements
within a processor, or other configurations of chips, circuits,
etc. In the embodiment shown, instruction decoder 204 may
receive instructions and, for each instruction, determine the
precision of one or more operands and the result of the
instruction.

In the embodiment shown, floating-point instructions may
have operands and results of either 32-bit precision or 16-bit
precision. In one embodiment, instruction decoder 204 may
determine the precision of operands by reading a bit in the
instruction. The bit may indicate whether or not the instruc-
tion requires 16-bit precision, or, more broadly, “lower pre-
cision”. In other embodiments, the precision of the operands
of an instruction may be otherwise encoded in the instruction,
such as in a prefix of an instruction. In other embodiments, a
processor mode may determine the precision of instruction
operands. For example, in a lower-precision mode, all float-
ing-point operands might use a lower precision or all instruc-
tions might be required to use lower-precision operands.

Register files 408a and 4085 are one exemplary embodi-
ment of memory 104 and may store floating-point operands
according to storage format 330. Register file 408¢ may
include locations to store the high 16 bits (upper-case bits
shown in FIG. 3) of storage format 330 and the floating-point
type bits (“t” bits). Register file 4085 may include locations to
store the low 16 bits (lower-case bits) of storage format 330.
For 16-bit instructions, or in a 16-bit mode, only register file
408a may be read from or stored to in various embodiments.
By not reading from or storing to register file 4085, power
consumption may be reduced. A request to read from memory
such as 408a and/or 40856 may be associated with a certain
precision (e.g., because of an opcode in the request, a prefix of
the request, some other bit or bits in the instruction, a current
mode ofthe processor, etc.). In many cases, the number of bits
read from a register file or memory may be based on the
precision associated with the request. In one embodiment, the
association of a request with a certain precision may be indi-
cated by instruction decoder 204 (e.g., based on instruction
opcode, prefix, etc.). In other embodiments, the indication
may be given by other elements or circuitry and may be based
on an instruction or a processor mode. Other embodiments
may use other types of memory and/or use other elements to
indicate the precision associated with a memory request.
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Floating-point type decode blocks 412a and 4126 may be
used in some embodiments to convert floating-point repre-
sentations using storage format 330 back to common float-
ing-point representations such as IEEE 32-bit and IEEE
16-bit representations before the operands reach FPUs 414
and 416. In other embodiments, FPUs 414 and 416 may be
configured to operate directly on floating-point representa-
tions such as storage format 330 without conversion. If
present, floating-point type decode blocks 412a and 4125
may use floating-point type value bits of storage format 330 to
correctly read and/or decode the stored floating-point repre-
sentation as another floating-point representation.

The 16-bit FPU 414 may be configured to perform com-
putation using 16-bit floating-point operands. In one embodi-
ment, two 16-bit operands may be provided to FPU 414 after
being read from register file 4084 and decoded. The 32-bit
FPU 416 may be configured to perform computation using
32-bit floating-point operands. Based on the instruction
decoder 204 determining whether an instruction uses 16-bit
or 32-bit operands and results, one of FPUs 414 and 416 may
be used. The results of FPU 414 and 416 may be encoded
using storage format 330 or a similar storage format before
being stored in register file 408a and/or 4085 by the floating-
point type encode and result MUX 418. MUX 418 may also
select whether the result of FPU 414 or FPU 416 should be
used.

(Note, as used herein, the term “based on” is used to
describe one or more factors that affect a determination. This
term does not foreclose additional factors that may affect a
determination. That is, a determination may be based solely
on those factors or based at least in part on those factors.
Consider the phrase “determine A based on B.” While B may
be a factor that affects the determination of A, such a phrase
does not foreclose the determination of A from also being
based on C. In other instances, A may be determined based
solely on B.)

The exemplary embodiment of FIG. 4 is not intended to
limit operands, buses, or values to the precisions or number of
bits shown in the FIG. 4. These details are simply provided to
better explain one embodiment.

FIG. 4 may be described as having two datapaths, one for
16-bit operations and one for 32-bit operations. In the
embodiment of FIG. 4, the first datapath includes register file
408a, floating-point type decode block 412a, and 16-bit FPU
414. The second datapath includes both register files 408a
and 4084, floating-point type decode block 4124, and the
32-bit FPU 416. In various embodiments, a first datapath may
perform computation using a lower precision (e.g. 16 bits),
and a second datapath may perform computation using a
greater precision (e.g. 32 bits). Both datapaths consume
power when enabled, although the lower-precision datapath
may consume less power than the greater-precision datapath
because of the smaller number of bits required in computa-
tion.

In some embodiments using a lower precision and a greater
precision, only one of the datapaths may be used for a given
instruction, and the other datapath may be disabled. In the
embodiment shown in FIG. 4, for a given instruction, only
one datapath is used to compute a result of the instruction.
Based on the precision of an instruction’s operands and result,
the instruction decoder 204 selects one datapath for use and
disables the unused datapath in order to reduce power con-
sumption. The unused datapath may be disabled using one or
more signals from instruction decoder 204 (indicted by the
“Select” arrow of FIG. 4). In various embodiments, disabling
a datapath may include clock gating the datapath (i.e., dis-
abling clock signals to the datapath), which may eliminate
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switching power loss in that datapath. In other embodiments,
disabling a datapath may include other methods for reducing
power and/or preventing operation of a datapath, such as by
removing or reducing power to the datapath.

As previously described, datapaths may be selected for use
based on operands and results of instructions. In other
embodiments, datapaths may be selected or clock gated based
on a mode of operation. In other embodiments, other ele-
ments besides the instruction decoder 204 may cause datap-
ath selection and/or clock gating.

If'a datapath is selected for use based on an instruction, the
instruction may include a bit to indicate the precision of the
instruction’s operands and result. In other embodiments, a
prefix of an instruction may indicate the precision of an
instruction’s operands and result. In some embodiments, a
mode may be used to select a datapath and/or clock-gate
another datapath. (For example, in one embodiment, an
instruction may set a 16-bit mode; subsequent instructions are
then executed in this mode until a new mode is set.) Said
another way, in a first mode, the data processing unit may use
the lower-precision datapath, and in a second mode, the data
processing unit may use the greater-precision datapath. A
mode may be entered in response to an event or condition. For
example, an event may be a change or loss of a power source.
A condition may be a battery state or level. In other embodi-
ments, a mode may be entered based on user input. For
example, a user may select a low-power mode, which corre-
sponds to the data processing unit using only a lower preci-
sion datapath and clock gating a higher precision datapath.

In other embodiments, datapaths may include other ele-
ments in place of, or in addition to the elements shown in FIG.
4. More than two datapaths may be used, and the datapaths
may use more than two different precisions for computation.
One or more of the datapaths may be clock gated during
operation. In some embodiments, datapaths may include mul-
tiple FPUs and perform operations on a plurality of instruc-
tions in parallel. In various embodiments, disabling one or
more unused datapaths may result in power savings. Further-
more, using datapaths of a lowest precision sufficient to cor-
rectly execute instructions may reduce power consumption.

Turning now to FIG. 5A, a flow diagram of method 500
illustrating storage of a floating-point number is shown. A
first representation of a floating-point number is received
(block 510). A floating-point type value is set for the floating-
point number (block 520), which may include information
corresponding to the precision of the first representation of
the floating-point number, and/or the range of the floating-
point number. A second representation of the floating-point
number and the floating-point type value are stored (blocks
530 and 540). In some cases, the first and second representa-
tions may be the same. In other cases, the second representa-
tion of the floating-point number may correspond to the first
representation of the floating-point number with one or more
bits rearranged as illustrated by the storage format 330 of
FIG. 3.

Turning now to FIG. 5B, a flow diagram of a method 550
illustrating reading of a floating-point number is shown. A
request for a location in memory is received (block 560).
Information is then retrieved from the location in memory
(block 570). The retrieved information may be the entire
contents of the location in memory (e.g., all 32 bits ofa 32-bit
representation), or only part of the contents of the location
(e.g., 16 bits of a 32-bit representation). The floating-point
type value corresponding to the requested location in memory
is retrieved (block 580). The retrieved information is pro-
cessed based on the floating-point type value (block 590).
Processing the retrieved information may include any number
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of actions based on the floating-point type value, including,
but not limited to, rearranging bits of the retrieved informa-
tion or setting a result to zero, plus infinity, or minus infinity.

Turning now to FIG. 6, a flow diagram of a method 600
illustrating one embodiment of encoding of a floating-point
type value for 16-bit and 32-bit floating-point numbers is
shown. If a number is represented as a 16-bit floating-point
number (determined in block 604), the type is set to a 16-bit
number type (block 606). Otherwise, if the number is greater
than can be represented in 16 bits or NaN (determined in
block 608), the type is set to a large number type (block 610).
Otherwise, if the number is smaller than can be represented
with 16 bits (determined in block 612), the type is set to a
small number type (block 614). Otherwise, the type is setto a
32-bit number readable as a 16-bit number type (block 616).
The floating-point types of FIG. 6 may be encoded using the
floating-point type value bits (“t” bits) of FIG. 3, or otherwise
represented and stored. The exemplary embodiment of FIG. 6
is not intended to limit operands or values to the precisions or
number of bits shown. The 16 and 32-bit precisions are used
to better explain one embodiment, but not to limit other
embodiments. Additional floating-point types are contem-
plated.

Turning now to FIG. 7, a flow diagram of a method 700
illustrating decoding of a stored 32-bit or 16-bit floating-point
number representation is shown. If thetype is a 16-bit number
type (block 702) and read using 16 bits (determined in block
704), 16 bits of the number are read using a 16-bit floating-
point precision (block 706). If not read using 16 bits, 32 bits
of'the stored number are read, the lower bits are replaced with
zeros (block 708) and bits are shifted to represent the number
using a 32-bit precision (block 780). If the type is a large
number type (block 722) and read using 16 bits (determined
in block 724), the number is read as plus infinity or minus
infinity, depending on the sign bit of the stored representation
(block 726). If not read using 16 bits, 32 bits of the stored
number are read (block 728) and bits are shifted to represent
the number using a 32-bit precision (block 780). If the type is
a small number type (block 742) and read using 16 bits
(determined in block 744), the number is read as zero (block
746). Ifnotread using 16 bits, 32 bits of the stored number are
read (block 748) and bits are shifted to represent the number
using a 32-bit precision (block 780). If the type is a 32-bit
number readable as a 16-bit number (block 762) and read
using 16 bits (determined in block 764), 16 bits of the number
are read using a 16-bit floating-point precision (block 766). If
not read using 16 bits, 32 bits of the stored number are read
(block 768) and bits are shifted to represent the number using
a32-bitprecision (block 780). The exemplary embodiment of
FIG. 7 is not intended to limit operands or values to the
precisions or number of bits shown. The 16 and 32-bit preci-
sions are used to better explain one embodiment, but not to
limit other embodiments.

Turning now to FIGS. 8A and 8B, examples of floating-
point numbers represented in IEEE 32-bit precision, IEEE
16-bit precision, and storage format 330 are shown. In
Example 1 of FIG. 8A, the number 2 is to be stored using 32
bits. The 32-bit floating-point representation 810 of the num-
bertwo is shown. The 16-bit floating-point representation 820
of the number two is shown. The value stored 830 has a
floating-point type value of 00 (binary), and can be read using
either a 16-bit or a 32-bit precision. (If read using 32-bit
precision, the bits may be shifted after reading the stored
value).

In Example 2 of FIG. 8A, the number 2'° (65,536 in deci-
mal) is to be stored using 32 bits. The 32-bit floating-point
representation 840 of the number is shown. This number is
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not representable using IEEE 16-bit floating-point precision.
The value stored (reference numeral 860) has a floating-point
type value of 10 (binary). If read using 16-bit precision, the
floating-point number may be read as plus infinity. If read
using 32-bit precision, the bits may be shifted after reading
the stored value.

In Example 3 of FIG. 8B, the number 27'* (approximately
0.00000381 in decimal) is to be stored using 32 bits. The
32-bit floating-point representation 910 of the number is
shown. This number is not representable using IEEE 16-bit
floating-point precision. The value stored 930 has a floating-
point type value of 01 (binary). If read using 16-bit precision,
the floating-point number may be read as zero. If read using
32-bit precision, the bits may be shifted after reading the
stored value.

In Example 4 of FIG. 8B, the number 2 is to be stored using
16 bits. The 32-bit floating-point representation 940 and
16-bit floating-point representation 950 of this number are
shown. The value stored 960 has a floating-point type value of
11 (binary), and can be read using either a 16-bit or a 32-bit
precision. The lower bits of the value stored 960 are undefined
as denoted by “x”, because only 16 bits were stored. (If read
using 32-bit precision, the lower bits may be discarded and
replaced with zeroes, and the remaining bits may be shifted).
The examples of FIGS. 8A and 8A are not intended to limit
operands or values to the precisions or number of bits shown.
The 16 and 32-bit precisions are used to better explain one
embodiment, but not to limit other embodiments.

While the disclosure and examples above relate to floating-
point numbers, the methods and devices discussed may also
be applicable in the context of other types of number repre-
sentations. For example, fixed-point numbers are represented
in various formats with different precisions, and integer for-
mats require greater precisions for larger numbers than for
relatively smaller numbers. Therefore, storage formats and
datapath clock gating such as those described may be used for
fixed-point representations of numbers and/or integer repre-
sentations of numbers in order to reduce power consumption
in data processing units utilizing those representations.
Accordingly, storage format 330 may be appropriately
adapted for fixed-point or other numerical representations as
desired, including representations to be defined in the future.

Although specific embodiments have been described
above, these embodiments are not intended to limit the scope
of the present disclosure, even where only a single embodi-
ment is described with respect to a particular feature.
Examples of features provided in the disclosure are intended
to be illustrative rather than restrictive unless stated other-
wise. The above description is intended to cover such alter-
natives, modifications, and equivalents as would be apparent
to a person skilled in the art having the benefit of this disclo-
sure.

The scope of the present disclosure includes any feature or
combination of features disclosed herein (either explicitly or
implicitly), or any generalization thereof, whether or not it
mitigates any or all of the problems addressed herein. Accord-
ingly, new claims may be formulated during prosecution of
this application (or an application claiming priority thereto)
to any such combination of features. In particular, with ref-
erence to the appended claims, features from dependent
claims may be combined with those of the independent
claims and features from respective independent claims may
be combined in any appropriate manner and not merely in the
specific combinations enumerated in the appended claims.

What is claimed is:
1. A method, comprising:
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a data processing unit in a processor receiving a first rep-
resentation of a floating-point number, wherein the pro-
cessor supports representation of floating-point num-
bers using a first precision having a first number of bits
and a second precision having a second number of bits,
wherein the second number of bits is greater than the first
number of bits, wherein the first representation of the
floating-point number uses the second precision;
the data processing unit generating a floating-point type
value that indicates that the first representation uses the
second precision, and wherein the floating-point type
value further indicates whether the floating-point num-
ber falls within a range of floating-point numbers repre-
sentable using the first precision;
the data processing unit causing the floating-point number
to be stored in a location in a memory using the second
number of bits; and
the data processing unit causing the floating-point type
value to be stored in the memory;
inresponse to a request for the first number of bits from the
location in memory, the data processing unit:
retrieving only the first number of bits from the location
in memory;

retrieving the floating-point type value; and

processing the retrieved first number of bits based on the
floating-point type value.

2. The method of claim 1,

wherein the floating-point number is stored in the location
using a second representation having the second number
of bits, wherein the second representation is generated
by rearranging bits of the first representation.

3. The method of claim 1,

wherein the location in the memory includes first and sec-
ond portions that are separately accessible, wherein the
first portion includes the first number of bits and wherein
first portion and the second portion combined include
the second number of bits.

4. The method of claim 1,

wherein the floating-point type value indicates that the
floating-point is not representable using the first preci-
sion because it falls above or below a range of numbers
representable using the first precision; and

wherein the processing includes providing a greatest or
smallest value representable using the first precision.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

the data processing unit receiving a representation of a
second floating-point number that uses the first preci-
sion;

the data processing unit generating a floating-point type
value that indicates that the representation of the second
floating-point number uses the first precision;

the data processing unit causing the second floating-point
number to be stored in a second location in the memory
using the first number of bits;

in response to a request of a second type for data from the
second location in memory, the data processing unit:
retrieving data from the second location in memory;
retrieving the floating-point type value; and
processing the retrieved data based on the floating-point

type value to generate a representation of the second
floating-point number that uses the second number of
bits.

6. A method, comprising:

in response to a request to retrieve a first number of bits of
a stored representation of a floating-point number from
a location in a memory, a data processing unit in a
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processor retrieving a set of bits of the stored represen-
tation from the location in memory;

retrieving a floating-point type value from the memory,

wherein the processor supports representation of float-
ing-point numbers using a first precision having the first
number of bits and a second precision having a second
number of bits, wherein the second number of bits is
greater than the first number of bits, and wherein the
floating-point type value indicates whether the stored
representation was stored using the first number of bits
or the second number of bits; and

processing the retrieved set of bits based on the floating-

point type value;

wherein the set of bits includes only the first number of bits

and wherein the floating-point type value indicates that
the stored representation uses the second number of bits
and wherein the floating-point type value further indi-
cates whether the floating-point number falls within a
range of floating-point numbers representable using the
first precision.

7. The method of claim 6, further comprising:

in response to a second type of request to retrieve the stored

representation of the floating-point number from the
location in the memory, retrieving a second set of bits of
the stored representation, wherein the second set of bits
includes the second number of bits;

rearranging the second set of bits; and

providing the rearranged second set of bits in response to

the second type of request.

8. The method of claim 6,

wherein the floating-point number is stored in the location

using a second representation having the second preci-
sion, wherein the second representation is generated by
rearranging bits of the first representation.

9. An apparatus comprising a data processing unit, wherein
the data processing unit is configured to:

represent floating-point numbers using a first precision

having a first number of bits and a second precision
having a second number of bits, wherein the second
number of bits is greater than the first number of bits;

set a floating-point type value for a first representation of a

floating-point number, wherein the floating-point type
value indicates that the first representation uses the sec-
ond precision and wherein the floating-point type value
further indicates whether the floating-point number falls
within a range of floating-point numbers representable
using the first precision;

cause a second representation of the floating-point number

to be stored in a location in a memory; and

cause the floating-point type value to be stored in the

memory.

10. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the apparatus is
configured to form the second representation by rearranging
bits of the first representation.

11. The apparatus of claim 9:

wherein the data processing unit is configured to cause the

second representation to be stored as:

afirst set of bits equal in number to the first number of bits,

wherein the first set of bits comprises:

a sign bit;

one or more exponent bits of the first representation; and
one or more mantissa bits of the first representation; and

a second set of bits comprising:

one or more exponent bits of the first representation; and
one or more mantissa bits of the first representation.

12. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein, the data processing
unit is further configured to:
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receive a request for the first number of bits from the

location in memory;

retrieve only the first number of bits from the location in

memory in response to the request;

retrieve the floating-point type value; and

process the retrieved bits based on the retrieved floating-

point type value.

13. An apparatus comprising a data processing unit,
wherein the data processing unit is configured to:

represent floating-point numbers using a first precision

having a first number of bits and a second precision
having a second number of bits, wherein the second
number of bits is greater than the first number of bits;

in response to a request for a stored representation of a

floating-point number:

retrieve a number bits of the stored representation that is

smaller than the second number of bits and greater than
or equal to the first number of bits;

retrieve a stored floating-point type value, wherein the

floating-point type value indicates that the stored repre-
sentation uses the second number of bits and wherein the
floating-point type value further indicates whether the
floating-point number falls within a range of floating-
point numbers representable using the first precision;
and

process the retrieved bits based on the floating-point type

value.
14. The apparatus of claim 13, wherein the data processing
unit is configured to process the retrieved bits by shifting one
or more of the retrieved bits.
15. The apparatus of claim 13,
wherein the floating-point type value indicates that the
floating-point number falls above or below a range of
numbers representable using the first precision; and

wherein, to process the retrieved bits based on the floating-
point type value, the apparatus is configured to provide a
greatest or smallest value representable using the first
precision.

16. A system, comprising:

a processor including a data processing unit; and

a memory;

wherein the data processing unit is configured to:

set a type value for a first representation of a number,

wherein the processor supports representation of num-
bers using a first precision having a first number of bits
and a second precision having a second number of bits,
wherein the second number of bits is greater than the first
number of bits, and wherein the type value indicates
whether the first representation uses the first precision or
the second precision and wherein the floating-point type
value further indicates whether the number falls above
or below a range of numbers representable using the first
precision;

cause a second representation of the number to be stored in

a location in memory; and

cause the type value to be stored in the memory.

17. The system of claim 16, wherein the data processing
unit is further configured to:

inresponse to a request for the first number of bits from the

location in memory, retrieve the first number of bits and
not the second number of bits from the location in
memory and retrieve the type value; and

process the retrieved first number of bits based on the type

value.

18. The system of claim 17, wherein the data processing
unit is further configured to:
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in response to a request of a second type for the location in
memory, retrieve the second number of bits from the
location in memory and retrieve the type value; and

process the retrieved second number of bits based on the
type value.

19. The system of claim 18,

wherein when processing the retrieved information based
on the type value the data processing unit is further
configured to rearrange the retrieved second number of
bits.

20. The system of claim 16, wherein the number is a float-

ing-point number.
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